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(Re)Interpretations and Receptions of Okinawan Culture and Identity 











Okinawa and Japan: “Same” and yet “Different”
Both	the	islands	of	Japan	and	Okinawa	formed	as	a	result	of	millions	of	years	of	volcanic	activity	





Difference	 (and	 oddly,	 sameness)	 also	 pervades	 discussions	 over	 the	 Japanese	 and	 Okinawan	




















other	 female	 relative	 of	 senior	 status),	who	presides	 as	 the	kikoe-ogimi	 or	 the	 a	 head	 priestess	 of	 the	







again	 rears	 its	 head.	Both	 societies	 experienced	 the	horrible	 ravages	 of	war,	 albeit	 the	 “difference”	 in	
their	 sources	 of	 suffering.	Mainland	 Japan,	more	 specifically	Tokyo,	 was	 subjected	 to	 indiscriminate	
carpet	bombing,	while	Hiroshima	and	Nagasaki	became	cities	forever	associated	with	the	atomic	bomb.	










































The	title,	“Shima	uta”	which	 literally	means	“island	song,”	 is	by	 itself	an	appropriated	 label.	 Its	






7	 “Miyazawa,”	 Interview	with	 fRoots Magazine,	 April	 2003.	 Also	 accessible	 through	 http://www.farsidemusic.com/
acatalog/miyazawaFROOTS.html	(accessed:	19	November	2010).


































and	consumption	by	 the	public.	The	CD	single	 is	most	apolitical	 in	 form	and	 substance,	portraying	
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aesthetics.	The	 narrative	 of	 the	 song	 comes	with	 its	 own	 baggage	 of	 “lore,”	 allied	 texts	 so	 to	 speak,	
providing	interstices	from	which	other	Okinawan	narratives	may	emerge.	These	narratives	we	shall	study	
in	the	user	comments	posted	in	uploaded	music	videos	of	the	song	in	the	YouTube.
The YouTube: Probing a New Space of Encounters with Okinawan Culture
To	 say	 that	 YouTube	 is	 a	 new	 space	 of	 social	 and	 cultural	 encounter	 is	 most	 probably	 an	













The	 video	 uploaded	 by	 rimit3011	 shows	 the	 singer,	Natsukawa	 Rimi,	 in	 what	 appears	 to	 be	 a	
television	appearance.	One	clear	difference	between	this	video	and	that	of	Miyazawa	can	be	seen	in	the	
absence	of	property	or	 artifact	 that	may	help	cue	 the	viewer	 in	associating	 the	 singer	with	Okinawa.	



















song	by	Gackt,	 and	 then	by	China	Sadao,	who	accompanies	himself	with	 the	 sanshin.	 In	 this	 video,	
other	Okinawan	 artifacts	 frame	 the	non-Okinawan	 artifact	of	 the	 song	 as	performed	by	Okinawans,	
completing	the	song’s	reclamation	by	cultural	insiders.	It	seems	that	re-appropriation	via	performance	has	
made	the	song	“truly	Okinawan.”	It	is	Okinawan	because the people say so.	
Commentaries as “Linked” Artifacts
The	“user’s	comments”	section	of	the	YouTube	viewing	page	may	be	viewed	as	a	rich	lode	of	allied	















17	 The	comments	 from	this	 sub-section	 taken	 from	the	upload	made	by	kabuyoshi17again	 comes	 from	http://www.
youtube.com/watc?v=oFSDyM8whtk	(accessed:	27	August	2010).
Articulating Culture and Identity: A Content Analysis
One	 of	 the	 earliest	 comments	 by	 tamachanto	 posted	 two	 years	 ago	 shows	 how	 the	 process	 of	
re-interpretation	 allows	 for	 the	 viewer	 to	 appropriate	 the	 song	 for	 societal	 agenda-setting	 purposes.	
Background	 literature	 on	 “Shima	 uta”	 and	 Miyazawa	 Kazufumi	 does	 not	 appear	 to	 reveal	 any	
environmental	intentions	in	the	composition.	Yet,	tamachanto	states	that	“he	intentionally	included	the	










The	hermeneutic	 changes	made	by	 the	 comments	 reproduced	 above	may	 indeed	be	 slight,	 but	
their	significance	is	perhaps	inversely	proportionate	to	their	subtlety	in	expression.	It	 is	quite	obvious	





















asiansands	 recognizes	 an	 “Asian	 hybrid”	 resulting	 from	 elements	 of	 Japanese	 and	 Okinawan	 music	






































































































Okinawa’s	people’s	DNA	 is	 closer	 to	Yamato	 race	 than	any	other	 race	of	 the	world.	Both	
Okinawa	 and	 Yamato	 race	 mainly	 come	 from	 Siberia	 through	 Sakhalin	 or	 Korea.	 And	
Okinawa	people’s	DNA	are	very	different	from	Malay	race	(south	Mongolian).	That’s	why	























The	 data	 acquired	 and	 analyzed	 in	 this	 brief	 study	 indicate	 the	 salience	 of	 culture	 in	 music	
production	 and	 consumption.	 Miyazawa’s	 narration	 of	 how	 he	 composed	 “Shima	 uta”	 shows	 that	












When	 “Shima	 uta”	 is	 (re)	 appropriated	 by	 Okinawan	 artists	 and	 (re)presented	 as	 a	 typically	
Okinawan	song,	it	again	goes	through	a	process	of	re-interpretation,	which	further	pursues	its	Okinawan-





21	 Poole,	Ross.	Nation and Identity	(New	York:	Routledge,	1999).








Our	 familiarity	with	 a	 certain	 culture	may	be	 seen	 to	be	 constitutive	of	 strings	of	 artifacts	 and	
strings	of	knowledge	that	respectively	make	up	the	weft	and	the	warp	of	our	 fabric	understanding	of	
that	culture.	Ross	Poole	operationalized	culture	as	a	gallery	of	symbols	and	meanings,	or	a	process	of	















evolved	 and	 come	up	with	 creations	 or	 specific	works	 that	may	 be	 called	 semiotic	 artifacts.	 In	 their	













in	 “Okinawa	 as	 the	Northern	Limit	 of	 Southeast	Asian	Music-Culture,”	 paper	 delivered	 in	 “The	Transnationalizing	
Cultures	 of	 Japan	 in	 Asia:	 Dramas,	 Literatures,	Musics,	 Arts	 and	 Agencies”	 [International	 Conference	 on	 Japanese	
Studies],	Japanese	Studies	Program,	Escaler	Hall,	Ateneo	de	Manila	University	(9	February	2008).
24	 Yanagita	Kunio	apparently	first	expressed	this	view	in	his	work	Kaijō	no michi	[The	Sea	Route].	Some	of	his	views	are	
well	studied	in	Mori	Kōichi,	“Yanagita	Kunio:	An	Interpretive	Study.”	In	Japanese	Journal of Religious Studies	(1980).
“total	 difference.”	Although	 self-professing	 a	bias	 for	hybridity	 via	 the	 term champurū	 (Uchinagūchi:	
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